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The locker room felt different after dark—hushed, cavernous, the air holding onto the day’s sweat and grass like a secret. Fluorescent lights buzzed above the tiled corridor as Jake Carson, twenty-four and cocky enough to grin at his own reflection in a trophy case, shoved his hands in his hoodie pockets and headed for the last door on the left.

Coach Harris’s office.

He knew the path by heart: the scuffed stripe of flooring where cleats had chewed at the vinyl, the bulletin board peeling at the corners, the framed black-and-white of a younger Harris making a leaping catch in an NFL uniform. Jake could recite every piece of it, yet tonight his chest lit with a strange, tight energy that wasn’t nerves—he didn’t get nervous—but something like it. Irritation, maybe. Curiosity. Heat.

The memory of practice pressed in. He’d shown up late to drills. Again. Half the team had smirked when Coach called him out in that low voice of his that somehow carried louder than a shout. But Harris hadn’t dealt with it then. He’d waited until the others were unlacing cleats and drifting toward the dusk, before fixing Jake with that unblinking stare and saying, with no room for argument: “My office. Eight o’clock.”

Now here he was. Jake smirked at the recollection and knocked twice, not bothering to wait before pushing the door open.

Inside, Coach Harris sat behind the desk. His broad shoulders filled a black athletic tee, forearms etched with clean muscle and a dusting of hair that always made Jake’s gaze stick just a second too long. Forty, divorced, ex-pro with a jaw made for magazine covers and eyes sharp enough to cut a player in half. The blinds were drawn. A lamp glowed warm at one corner of the desk, leaving the rest of the room in pools of shadow.

“Close it,” Harris said.

Jake nudged the door shut with his heel. “You wanted to talk?”

Harris didn’t answer right away. He just watched, eyes steady and unreadable, before leaning back in his chair. “I wanted to fix something.”

“Fix what? We still put thirty-two on the board today.”

“And we’ll put zero if you keep showing up late.” Harris’s voice didn’t rise. It didn’t need to. “You think rules are suggestions because you can outrun a corner.”

Jake’s grin sharpened. “I can outrun most corners.”

“Congratulations,” Harris said dryly. “That isn’t the point.”

“Then what is?”

“The point is the team. The point is respect.” He let the words hang, deliberate. “The point is you.”

Jake shifted his weight, unsettled but unwilling to show it. “You call me in here to lecture me? I could’ve read the handbook.”

Harris’s mouth tugged, not quite a smile. “The handbook didn’t work the last three times.”

Jake shrugged, deflecting. “What do you want from me, Coach? You want me early tomorrow? Fine. I’ll be early.”

“I want you different.” Harris stood, the chair skimming back against the floor. He came around the desk and stopped close—closer than Jake expected. “I want you focused. And I’m going to help you get there. But we’re done playing.”

The air thinned. Harris seemed taller up close—or maybe it was the weight of his presence. Calm. Contained. The kind of strength that never needed to flex to make itself known. Jake felt it all the way into his bones, and he hated that it stirred something low in his gut.

“Help, huh?” Jake said lightly, covering. “You gonna make me do extra sprints?”

“We’ve tried that.”

“Push-ups?”

“Tried that too.”

“What’s next?” Jake tilted his head, wearing a half-smile that didn’t quite hide the flicker beneath it. “You gonna put me in detention, Coach?”

Harris’s gaze didn’t waver. “Something like that.”

The silence grew heavy. The hum of the light. The tick of the wall clock. Jake felt his pulse in his throat, beating faster.

“Jake,” Harris said, quieter now, “I’m going to say this once. You’re an adult. You have a choice. You can walk out of this office right now, and you’ll run until your legs give, and I’ll bench you if I have to. Or you can stay, and we’ll try something that might actually break through that wall you keep hiding behind.”

Jake swallowed before he meant to. “What ‘something’?”

Harris didn’t answer right away. Instead, he lifted a hand—broad, steady, fingers spread. Not a threat, not exactly. A signal.

Jake’s heartbeat tripped.

“You serious?” Jake asked, a laugh stuck in his chest. “That’s... a little old-school, Coach.”

“It’s honest.” Harris’s voice stayed even. “If you stay, it’s because you choose it. And if you stay, you follow my rules while you’re in this room. Clear?”

The words seemed to steady the room itself, the choice settling like a coin on a table.

Jake glanced at the door. He pictured the cool night air outside, the bar with the guys, the girl’s number waiting in his messages. Then he pictured Harris—broad in that black tee, veins mapped at his wrist, patience burning steady in his eyes.
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